: .;nxy baukground could not,havc cntlrcly antmlmted noth—
- ing !css than the cxpc: lencc 1ts¢lf would haw, l‘ulIy cqmppcd
me to funcuon as a umt commander. _‘ :
Y wasn't the bCSt company commander in my. bngadc, “unit's lmssmn geueral strcnglhs and weflknessc _
. “but I'think I was a’'good one. And even though I didn’t-- "‘--}u.nt SOPs.‘Soon ‘after assuming command, mosf'c
tearn all the answers or face cvery possible situation, some . “manders meet with the officers and NCOs to bicak the ice
of my company command experiences may be helpful to and get cvcryonc introduced, This can be a titn V fOF SRR
you, a company grade officer awaiting your first oppor-- ' ])LLLhnlaklng, but you may choose a [I)O[‘(,, TCSET Ve

tunity to command. approach - and- merely mtrodmc yourself, cxprc‘;s yo




appreciation for the chanee to cotnmand the company, and
speak briefly about what you hope to accomplish. Tt is
good to keep in mind, though, that the oldtimers and vet-
erans will be more inlerested 1wl you do than mowhalt
you sily.

As Liie formally appointed conmunander and the senior
ranking soldier and leader in the unit, you will enjoy a cer-
tain amount of built-in authority and autonomy right from
the start. [T you exercise them with due regard for the
prerogatives of others and with the “sweet reasonableness”™
ol comman sense, vou nay find it easier to encourage sup-
port for your efforts. The narural resistance 1o a change
of leadership can be largely overcome by a *we’” approach
instead of an U approach.

The unit’s leaders will not try to supersede your, but they
will want to feel that their opinions count lor sometling
and that you respect the authority they have carned {and
need) to do their jobs.,
feeling is to involve your subordinate leaders in your dect
sians,  Hearing their recemmendations will enable you to
make berter informed and more substantive decisions and
will ielp to keep you out of trouble.
a4 sense of the relative abilities of your leaders and a chanee
(o know them better.  And, uot least, it will show them
that you really do rely on their counsel and expertise and
witl help o toster that sense ol teamwork that is so critl-
cal to the success of your company.

This is not to say that decisions will be made by com-
mittee.  Once you’ve heard everyone’s input, it is time to
issue a clear and definitive decision, as well as guidance
for its exceution and implementation.  As you becoine
known as a decisive conunander who <lepends on his subor-
dinate leaders for information and advice, your concerns
about establishing yoursell as “‘the old man’" will fade
away and neither theatrics nor change for the sake of
change will scem necessary.

An elfective way 1o reinforee this

[t will also give you

Commanders and Statf

As o unit commander you will belong to a special circle
within your battalion. Your brother commanders are
members with you, and the battalion commander is its
chief’

Most battalion commanders are remarkably simi-
lar. They are often combat veterans with several com-
pany commands under their belts and with extensive troop
experience.  They are well educated, praduates of com-
mand and staft colleges, and often have advanced civilian
degrees as well,  Along the way to battalion comimand,
they have impressed-—not occasionally, but over and over
apain- -the people they have worked for and with.  They
represent the cream of the otficer corps.

Alf of this does not guarantee that your commander will
be a superstar. It does suggest, however, that he has
demonstrated real talent and ability and is well gualified
to be where e is.

Company command has been described as a never-
ending juggling act, with some rubber balls that will bornee

when dropped and some glass balis that will shatter. Most
hattalion commanders are looking for compiany com-
manders whe can keep the glass balls in the aiv «ff of the
time and the rubsber badls in the aiv seoss of the time, Your
ulass balls will probably be treop wellare and safety, prop-
erty accountability, maintenance, and training manage-
ment.  Inoa peacetime  envitonment  the  siatistical
indicators of suceess in these arcas, for hetter or worse,
will probably determine how weill you perforin as a com-
mander.  For this reason it is important to devote your
time and energy prinarily 1o the important areis and only
secondarily to other things that may inrerest you niore,

[Cis always good advice to learn carly about vour bat-
talion commander’s poelicies, priorities, and put
peeves.  Strive to conform to them, but never be alvaid
1o let him know instantly when something has gone
wrong.  Remember that he, too, is responsible to a hieher
anthority and that bad news really does get worse with
age. (Llell truly hath ne Lury Tike that of a licutenant colo-
nel who has been blindsided by his boss witl bad news that
he should have heard from you.) A goad rule of thumb
is to accept personal responsibility and forego excuses when
your unit falls short, but to praise your saldiers aud leaders
by name when the unit does well.  Anything iess looks like
cither buck-passing or self-congratulations, neither of
which is likely to benefit you or your unit,

Your fellow company commanders can be a greai source
of support, informadion, aad comradeship and can mateti
ally aftect your success in command. I sone units there
is an air of fierce competition hetween commanders that
is both unseemly and unprofessional.  While it is true that
you will be evaluated against your peers, in a larger sense
the success of one company commander does not in any
way devalue the success of the others.  After all, your
cotmander is not interested in having a battalion with one
owtstanding company and the rest lackluster,  The ideal
is a weli-balanced, capable unit whose components work
smoothly together.  When unit commanders like and trust
cach other, everyone benelits and no one loses.

The rvelationship between a company commander and
the battalion staftf officers also has its own
nuances.  Chances are you have served on astall at some
level before, and you will do well to remember how -
ried and dependent on others a stafl officer’s life can be.

11 there is fviction between a commander and a battal-
jon stafi officer, it is usually because cach feels that the
other is not supportive or is too interfering.  Staff actions,
to e effective in meeting a commander’s needs, rely on
timely and aceurate input from the companies.  Your per-
formance in this arca therefore directly affects a staff
officer’s ability to do his job.  Conversely, you will find
it difficult if not impossible to coordinate and exceute your
own programs without the willing support of the staff,

Soon alter you assume command, it's a good idea to
meel with each primary staff officer in the battalion (and
with the CESO, motar olTicer, chaplain, and medical plu-
toon leader as well) to besin developing i good working
relationship..
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You should encourage the staft members to get in touch
with you personally to clear up any probiem withy your unit
before taking it to the battalion conunander. This is
necessary from time to time because the stafT often works
with your first sergeant, exccutive officer, or commaodity
arca chiefs wstead of directly with you,  You cun fix late
suspenses or poorly prepared recurring reports quickly, but
only if you know that a problem exists,  (Incidentally, it
is a good idea to personally review all documents that go
above your level for accuracy and correctness.)

The stalf members should understare that you respect
their functions and the requirements of their jobs, and they
i turn should respect your prerogatives as a unit com-
mander,  For example, the stat! should not inspect your
unit without notifying you in advance, checking in with
you when they arrive, and out-lbricfing you before they
leave.  Except for advance notification, of course, these
conditions apply even Lo no-notice inspections,  And if
your unit is asked to provide some information or is to
be noted for some shortcoming at a meeting or staff con-
ference, it is common courtesy for the appropriate staff
officer o give you a “hieads up’” in advance so you can
prepare. ((Vhis works both ways, of course)

Finally, you should tactfully point out that when a staff
oftficer issues a written or oral dirvective to you or your unit,
you will operate on the assumption that it has been cleared
with the battalion commander and that it cavries his bless-
ing.  Nothing can poison a company commander’s rela-

tionship with the staff faster than its arbitrary exercise of

authority that is not based on the battalion commander’s
expressed policies or desires.  You should always feel that

you work direetly for the commanding ofTicer of your bat-

talion and never for the staff.  Within this framework,
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however, it is in the best interest of everyone concerned
to go the extra mile to insure smooth and harmonious rela-
tonships between commandars and staff.

A word about the battalion executive ofticer (XOQ) and
command sergeant major (CSM): They may tend to be a
bit more aggressive than other staff members about issi-
ing dirvectives that affect your unit, sometimes even in a
personal manner as opposed to acting “‘for the com-
maueler.”  Since they exercise tangihle and real authority
(in practice, next only to the commander himself), this
should not surprise you.  Nevertheless, if yvou have rea-
son to question such a directive, particularly wlien vou
helieve i affeets your unit negatively and you have not had
4 chance to provide input, you should feel within your
rights as a commander to take action to resolve the mat-
ter instead of accepting things as they stand.

A private, {riendly interview with the X or CSM is a
good first step.  Often the issuc can be cleared up by a
goad face-to-face talk.  If not, you may ask the battal-
ion commander to adjudicate the matter and rule on your
objections. It is important to remember, though, that
both the XO and the CSM are senior, experienced, con-
fidential advisors who work closely with your boss every
day. Whatever happens, you should strive to remain
objective, professional, and conscious of their concerns as
well as your own. I your relutionship with them is com-
promised needlessly, you'll find it that much harder to do
your job well.

Leading Leaders

It may surprise you to find that a large part of yvour com-



PNy consists aof leaders.  Leading them well  -developing,
supervising, coaching, counseling, pushing, and pulling
them— ds your best puarantee ol a successful unit and a
great source of personal and professional satisfaction,

Your company’s licutenants will look to you to exem-
plify and define for them what being an otficer is all
about.  They should understand clearly that they must be
among the best all-round soldiers ia the unit, - They will
prohahly not have the single best P'F or marksmanship
score, for example, but they should perform in most arcas
at a level well above that of your average seldier.

Licutenants personally will direct some of the most sen-
sitive and dangerous things vour unit will do: live [ire
ranges, nmight novements, streia <rossings, and helicop-
ler exercises, for example.  For this reason, it is Impor-
tant to spefl out for them where they can afford 1o make
mistakes and where they can’t.  1n the tield, troop safety
and the security of sensilive items probably top thelist. In
garrison, the high-quality exccution ol additional duties,
maintenance, and staying on top ol the soidiers” problems
come tirst. L1 both environments, tactical proficiency and
preparing and execiling good training are crucial.

Consciously or not, you will probably expect more from
your officers than from anyone else, and this is as it should
be if fcadership by example is to have meaning. [t is
sometimes wise, though, to temper your desire {or high
standards and performance with compassion for youth and
inexpericnee, particularly for very new officers.  In this
formative stage, the lessons they learn from vou will greatly
influence their later devetopment.  Your good example
will go a long way toward shaping them into the lictitenants
you’'ll want and need.

NONCOMMISSIONED OFFICERS

It is the noncommissioned officers, however, wha in the
final analysis make or break a unit.  Good ones can com-
pensate for most officer weaknesses at the company level,
while poor NCO leadership is extremely tough to overcome
through the efforts of the company officers alone.

For this reason, [ place the {irst sergeant as co-cqual in
importance with the conmander.  That’s a strong state-
ment, but leaving aside purely statistical indicators (though
his efforts are crucial there, too), it’s fairly casy to demon-
strate that first sergeants have a lot to say about things
that really matter on the battlefield—-things like troop
morale, the level of individual training in the unit, dis-
cipline, and good administrative and logistical sup-
port.  The combination of a weak commander and a weak
first sergeant is usualbly enough to keep a unit sidetracked
no matter how good its soldiers may be.

[t will help matters greatly if you and your [irst sergeant
can develop a close personal relationship, but a give-and-
take working relationship is absolutely necessary if you arce
to Tunction as a command team.  Both of you will want
to talk long and hard about your expectations of each
other.  As the most experienced soldier in the unit, the

first serscant may expect, even demand, a large role in the
decistonmaking process.  And he should get it so long
as the quatdity ol lis advice and his performance warrants it

IF e is allowed o do his job, your first sergeant will
relicve you of a big part of the burden of command.  In
your private tilks, you should give him free rein to express
his opinions on anything and evervthing.  Infrontof the
troops, both of you should present an air of mutual respect
for and confidence in cach other. By freely exchanging
experiences and ideas, sharing responstbilities and duotes,
and exemplifying the professional gualities you expect of
your officers and NCOs, you and the first sergeant can
Duild a commind teant that will take your vt o long way.

In general, the discipline, standards, and professional
development of vour noncommissioned oflicers are the
first sergeant’s responsibility.  But anything you can do
to accentuate the status of all your nonconumissioned
afficers will help build an nodersianding of just how
important and responsible their jobs are.  liven the most
juntior NCO ought to understand that he is dittferent, in
avery special way, from the soldiers he leads.  Once cach
junior NCO learns that every dirty weapon, late soldier,
missed appointmeni, or low SQT score in the fire team or
squad is s personal responsibility, you'll iave the begin-
nings of a good leadership climate—as fong as he also pets
the credit tor training good marksmen and drivers, soldiers

ol the moentl, and T winners,

PLATOON SERGEANTS

Just as battalion and company commanders belong to
an inner circle, your platoon sergeants also belong to a
lime-honored and select organization. It consists of the
senior noncomtnissioned officers of your company and the
battalion. Much of what goes on in the battalion is set
in motion by these experienced and forceful men.  When
they speak it wilt often be through the first sergeant and
the command sergeant major, and they will have a big voice
in determining just how good your unit becomes.

You need to be aware that their perspective, and their
agenday, can be very different from yours.  They are there
for the long hanl, while you and the other officers will
come and go.  Often their view of where the company is
and what it needs to do, tormed by months and years of
personal observation and experience, is singularly on tar-
get.  Although your platoon sergeants will not be afraid
to express their opinions to you, much of their work will
be done purposely aut of sight of the officers.  Tor one
reason, it is important for the troops to realize that much
of what NCOs do doesn’t require the constant supervision
and valdation of a commissioned officer.  Bveryone can
learn and benefit when these key leaders are allowed to
function as the crucial troop leaders they are intended 1o
he.

As a commander, your relationship with your soldiers
will be different in some important ways.  For the Hrst
time, you will have the authority ta reward wisd punish their
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behavior, instead of recommending these actions to
higher authority.  Your input on evaluation reports and
the decisions you make on promotions, schooling, and the
slotting of persounel within your unit will have & major
eftect on the careers of your soldiers.  While you can {and
should) avail yourself of the experience and knowledge of
your subordinate leaders, ultitnately you must wmake the
tough decisions and then live with them.

The Troaps

This fact alone tends to distance a commander from inti-
mate, personal relationships with others in the unit. This
detachment is an extension of the phenomenon all leadeys
expericnee, bult its effects are, 1 think, more keenly felt by
those serving in command positions.  Wichin the limits
defined by the command relationship, however, it is surcly
possible to exercise cominand in an approachable, persona-
ble, and empathetic manner.  Genuine (as opposed 1o
artificial} gestures (such as helping a machinegunner clean
his weapon, pulling a radio wateh in the field late at night,
or spelting your radio tefephone operator with the radio
on a totigh road march) will cement your soldier-to-soldier
relationship with your men and contribute to the richness
of your common experience with them.  Although it is
often hard in today’s environment to be with your soldiers
all (or even most) of the time, your efforts to do so won’t
g0 unnoticed.

H the respect of your Lroops is important to you, there
ae some fatal errors you should strive to avoid.  Your
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men won’t appreciate being miisled or kept in the
dark. ‘They will want to know exactly what’s going on,
even when it’s not pleasant, and they will expect you to
stand up for them when simple justice demands it.  The
will have ways of knowing when you do stand up for them,
but they won’t expect you to boast about it in order to win
thelr approval,

They will expeet you to live up to every standard you
insist upon for them.  They will know how to take it when
you lind it necessary to speak shatply to theni, but in this
Army they will not stand for a commander who is abusive
or insulting to them.  They won’t mind an occasional mis-
take {ront you if you fearn from it, but if you try to appear
all-knowing in the face of mistakes, your credibility can-
not help suffering.

Your soldiers will expect you to be fair with them and
will tend Lo equate your brand of justice with your con-
sistency in rewarding and punishing their behavior.
Whether you are tough or lenient, your men can adapt so
long as your ground rules are clear and meet a reasonable
test of common sense and cquity.  Finally, they will never
forgive you for not being there when it really counts. On
a punishing road march, a tough field problem in misera-
Lle weathier, or an all-night final once-over before a major
inspection, they expect and deserve to see you there.
More than your words, your actions in meeting these kinds
of expectations in both the duty and family dimensions will
convinee your men that you not anly know their needs but
that you care.

[ know you will be amazed, as [ was, at the talent and



diversity that can be found in a company ot soldiers.  You
will meet artists, carpenters, mechanics, musicians, and
computer experts as well as linguists, cooks, athiletes, and
photographers. They will be proud of their skills and
wmost will love having their talents used and vecog-
nized. By combining your imagination with theirs, you
will be able to make your company a little better than it
wis belore.

By and layge, vour soldiers are there because they wait
to be.  They won't mind being tired and dirty as lopg as
you are oo, and as long as they think they’re doing some-
thing realistic and useful.  They will know deep down
what they are there for, and they will be ready (o answer
the bellif it comes to that,  And commancling them should
make you feel prouder, and more humble, than anything
in your life ever has.

Command Technigues

As a new commander you will have great hopes for your
unit and niany ideas you’ll want to implement.  You
should understand tfrom the start, though, that the unit
will be, at best, an impertect instrument of your will; that
is, it will reflect your general approach and personality in
appearance and performance, but it won't respond per-
tectly o your expectatious at ail tmes or in all stwua-
tions,  Other factors will also influence the unit—-factors
such as the overall command climate in the battalion, the
personalities and abilities of your senior NCOs, the rate
of personnel turnover, and so on.  TYor this reason, it is
worthwhile to reflect on ow you can have the most posi-
tive influence on your unit, given inescapable constraints
on resources and time.  Your best {riends in solving this
problem will be good time management and a sharp, realis-
tic priority of roles, goals, and objectives.

Tine management s nothing more than spending the
least possible timie on the less important matters and the
maost time on what really counts.  Anything you can do
to save time will help; anything that wastes time is your
enemy.  Fhere are numerous techniques available, but
here are a few that worked for me:

Your operations section can prepace for you a personal
notebook for use both in garrison and in the field.  The
enclosures might include a personad data shect on each sol-
dier and some laminated 5x8 cards, cach with a detailed

menthly training calendar so that the next 90 days of

detailed training plans are at your fingertips.

[n a notebook flap, carry a copy ot the current day’s
personnel status report; on the back have your [irst ser-
geand list known inbound soldiers, projected losses, ner-
sonnel on temporary duty, pending disciplinary cases, and
sooon, alt by name.  You may not be able to match the
first sergeant’s instant recall, hut with this information
vou'll always know your unit’s status,

A capy of the current week’s training schiednle and a
list of important phone numbers will complete the note-
book.  Add a large, waterproofed map of the reservation

with firing ranges and firing points, impact areas, landinge
sones, and so Yorth, and you should be well equipped to
answer most questions or refresh your memory at a
nement's notice,

The standard techoiaue of working up a “things to do”
list, with the cericical items starred, will help you remem-
her important ncetings and requirements and will enable
you to knock oui many minor tasks in the spare five
minutes you find here and there throughout the day.

Casual and informal meetings with the (st sergeant and
the lieutenants---say just before 11 over cofice in the mess
hall, and just before closing out the day- -will keep every-
one up to speed and on top of things,  MNormally, only
one scheduled meeting a week with your key leaders s
really niecessary (usuaily 1o disseminate information from
the bactalion and review upcoming training or commit-
menis), with others called only when absolutely
neecded. Dy avoiding useless conferences and keepine
strictiy to an agenda when you do meet, you'll save large
Blocks of your time and you won't witste Lthe time ol others.

10 will help it vou schedule military justice and open-
door interviews after the unit has been released for the
day.  This will climinate ithe common pruciice of keep-
ing all the troops standing arcund while you are bugy with
watters that don’t directly affect them.

MILITARY JUSTICE

On the subject of military justice, you may well find that
the liberal use of counseling statements, local letters of
reprimand, and suimmarized Article 15 actions will not only
save time in the long run but will actually reduce the inci-
dence of scrious breaches of discipline.  Some com-
manders shun these measures on the grounds that they lack
any real punitive punch.  But I found that by addressing
a4 problem soldier at the first indication of trouble, mak-
ing it a macter of record, and confronting him in a formal
disciplinary setting, 1 was able to turn many of them
around  without permanently  affecting  their tuture
careers.  When we overlook problem behavior up to the
point where it becomes serious and then hammer a soldier,
we fail not only in our vesponsibility ta the soldier and the
unit but to the Army as well,

There are some things that will require your personal
and detailed attention.  These include property account-
ability, training management, important training events,
soldier problems that have not been solved at lower levels,
and activities dictated by higher autharity (such as oflicer
professional development, staff calls, and the like).  You
will be greatly tempted to expand your personal partici-
pation into ever-inereasing areas and activities. It is advis-
able to push your other leaders to do their jobs, spot
checking and scheduling courtesy inspections periodically,
instead of immersing yoursell in the detail of execution. 1t
i5 the commander’s job o issue peneral poliey guidance,
provide the time and resources to get the job done, and
follow up on mission execution. By implementing elfee-
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tive and comprehensive SOPs and encouraging your chain
of command to lead and to solve problems at cach echelon,
you'li find more time to concentrate on those missions that
can’t be delegated.

This leads directly to the subject of setting priorities tor
your company. Tiven a casual glance at mandatory train-
my shows that it is difficult 1f not impossible o cover every-
thing well,  SOQT, CUT, UIB, and ARTEDP tasks from
squad through company level; AR 350-1 tasks; loeal train-
ing requirements; and support zod mission eycle comumit-
ments add up to lirerally hundreds of separate, distinet
subject areas.  You must do your best to satisfy these obli-
gations.  Some, however, are more hmportant tian
The trick is to setile on o handiul of truly key
skill areas and focus on having your unit master these.

others.

PRIORITY LIST

Obviously, your priority list of training goals must not
conflict markedly with the training guidance you receive
[rom above,  Within this framework there is usually some
maneuver room in which to exercise discretion. A good
place to start is to ask the question: It { had to deploy with
my unit tomorrow, what would we have te be able wo do,
as a bare minimun, to execute our combat mission?  Your
answer 1o ihal question should tead you 10 a more precise
view of what your current state of training is and where
you need to be.

After reviewing training records and meeting with bat-
talion and company leaders and training personnel, for
example, you may decide that you want to be sure that
your conipany can at least meet baseline standards ol
proficiency- 1o move, shoot, and communicate -—under
any conditions.  There are hundreds of skills associated
with these fundamental areas.

One successful commander 1 know of challenged his
company to master only the following handful of combat
tasks: land navigaton, lorced macches, and immediate
action drills {move); employment of crew-served weapons
and snipers, individual marksmanship, and usc of mines
{(shoot); and radio-telephone procedure, radio maintenance
in the field, and ficld expedient antennas (Ccommunicate).

This unit did not ignore its many other required train-
ing subjects.  But whatever it did, it stressed repeatedly
its few combat priorities.  In time it could execute them
well at night, in adverse weather, when fatigued, and even

alter personnel changes.  These became the yardsticks by
which the soldiers measured themselves,  The unit couldd
not outperform its peers in every field of endeavor, bae
it was unmatched in these most basic arcas, in the things
its comntander felt counted most.  And it was without
question the most combat-ready outfit in the brigade.
You may decide that your unit should concentrate on
Lraining in other areas.  So long as there 1s o serious con-
Nict with your commander’s views on the subject, that is
your prerogative as a company commander.  But vou
should at least consider the fact that iF you try to cover
everything evenly and comprehensively, your training may
lack focus and definition—your unit will gain an acquain-
tance with o lot of things but a mastery of nnly o few,

Final Thoughts

These, then, are the thoughts that remain with me while
my days as a company commander are stll fresh in my
mind. [ know that 1 have left owt much ot the essenee
of the command experience and that my own experiences
arc incomplete,  But | hope the lessons that came my way
as a company commander will be useful to others who look
forward as 1 did to the thrill of command.

[t is sometimes said that company command is the tirst
test of future military greatness, that a sucesssful general
officer is nothing more than a successful company com-
mander writ large.  Perhaps thds overstates the case, but
sueeessful command is certainly the standard by which we
are measured for larger responsibilities and opportunitics.

There are those who view command as a necessary ordeal
Lo be endured and survived as a means ol remaining and
progressing in the Army.  Most, however, approach it
with that mixture ot apprehension and exhilaration that
is reserved only for the toughest challenges and achicve-
ments in life.  Believe me when [ say that for all the relief
and satisfaction that comes with the end of a successful
command, when it i5 time to move on, you will deeply miss
the Tellowship, the sense of mission, and the feeling of
belonging that define the command experience,

Captain Richard D. Hooker, Jr., served as a rifleman in the 82d Air-
borne Oivision before entering the United States  Militacy
Academy.  He was commissioned in 1981 and has served in airtborne
units as a rifle and antitank piatoon leader, company exceutive offi-
cer, and company cammander.  He is now attending graduate school
at the University of Virginia.

24 INFANTRY Septemboer October 1988



